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A crow's nest is a structure in the upper part of the main mast of a ship which is used as a lookout point.
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Prologue
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The rain mizzles down and the wipers go back and forth, stroking the watery tears off my windscreen.

It is dark and the world has gone to sleep. I stay awake by revisiting the ghosts inside my head. Fragments and pieces and moments flow in a lifetime of memories, grey and tenuous. There is one recollection which I try to push into the far reaches of my mind, a hopeless exercise because this sepia-toned memory torments me.

I start to tremble and sweat, as if a loaded gun is pressed against my temple.

My past is haunting and utterly compelling, the beginning comes into clarity as easily as adjusting the focussing screen of a camera.

When fully sharp, I am sitting in my car, squinting through the rain outside a house called The Crow’s Nest...

I drive through the iron gates, stop mid-way along the entrance of a tree-dappled lane and get out.

My highly-polished Oxfords slide and scrunch across the gravel. From the soft grass verge, I am able to gain my very first view of The Crow’s Nest, an old, lime-washed property the size of a manor house, situated on a bleak stretch of the Cornish coast. The property near Crantock has just come on to our books. 

Close to the twisted roots of an elm tree, I hunch down in the rain and survey the setting, my reflections only interrupted by the lonely cry of a seagull.

I wait patiently for the sunlight to reappear and continue my appraisal.

From my crouched position my eyes flick across the mock turrets, a Juliet balcony adjoined by a set of French doors, and above, a row of gabled fronted dormers.

Atop is the actual crow’s nest, a single platform with a ladder-style set of steps leading to a circular balcony; a tower of sorts.

It is a curious addition, and its practical purpose is unclear to me, aside its derived name for the house, and I wonder if an old and eccentric sea-farer once lived here.

Higher still, clouds the colour of lead hang above the property revealing a hint of sunlight as the light moves almost imperceptibly across its perimeter.

Ivy runs up the fascia and water drips and dribbles down from the guttering, shutters and windows. Moss hugs the downpipes and the unchecked growth of wild plants, the colour of seaweed, twists up and smothers the walls.

I picture the steeped property pulled up from the bottom of the ocean, the water having gushed out from its doors and windows leaving the house in its present state, damp and dank.

The drip-drip sound of water splashing onto the gravel is incessant like the echo of a thousand whispered conversations. None of this gossip gives up any secrets, they are well-hidden.

Past the clusters of rhododendrons, the sodden lawn slopes down towards the bluff and onto the greyness of the Atlantic.

The garden is neglected and overgrown, wooden benches are near-rotted and several white, ornate metal chairs have been scattered, lying upside-down, where the last storm has left them.

After extended probate, the house has become a family inheritance and is to be sold immediately. Maybe it is deemed too expensive to restore. Whatever the reason, I am told the new heir lives overseas; a distant claim in two senses.

When there is a break in the clouds, I grab my camera and prepare for the task in hand. Time is of the essence.

Momentarily, the house is bathed in brilliant sunshine, the walls become luminescent in the milieu, contrasting starkly with the swaying dunes and the angry sea.

I snap away, taking full advantage of the light.

When I bring the camera’s eyepiece back to my eye, I sense - or maybe I see - a movement from within the house.

Lowering the camera, I look back to the house and specifically the dirty, misted windows. I strain my eyes in the light, a curtain twitches behind the porthole-shaped window.

Now, both curious and uneasy, I scan the driveway and confirm there are no other cars present. My blinking eyes return to the murky window. I spy upon it through a telephoto lens, but after a while, frustrated, I give up. 

I consider if the movement is a trick of the light. My fanciful imagination even considers it an apparition - which seems and sounds ridiculous.

I was informed no one has lived at The Crow’s Nest for ten years, the owner having lived - and recently died - in a local nursing home. I reject an irrational thought: the deceased having returned, her spirit making an appearance. A final visit, sort of thing. Even after a more practical deliberation however, a brief chill comes over me. 

I take the opportunity to sit on a low stone wall, rest and take stock. Lost in thought, I am unable fully to explain my initial reaction and an inexplicable aversion to the property. My colleague has recently told me a disturbing story about the owner which is still rolling about in my consciousness.

The reality is, I could not imagine living in a house like this, and if I could not, maybe I would fail to convince someone else. Liking a house is subjective, and this one would probably divide opinion. Still, I had sold many houses before which I hadn’t really liked.

This house, I decided, was love or hate. If you loved the bright city lights, you would shrivel up and die here, but if you wanted to be remote, live alone, or even be antisocial, this would be the perfect place.

Yes, I was informed the property had features to die for, boasting eight bedrooms, a study, a conservatory, two dining rooms, a bar, a library, but for all of the attractions, it was difficult to change my first impression.

At the time, I wished fate had been kinder to me, and the listing had been given to one of my colleagues, Josh, Fiona or even Lee, because for some illogical reason, my instinct was to turn around and drive away. Of course, I did not. Only in my dreams have I been able to do that - and I have had many dark, vivid dreams since.

In reality, I do not return to the dry, warmth of my car, instead I walk the short distance towards the damp and frigid-looking house.

And with a head full of thoughts and no little curiosity, I pause at the front door and search my pockets for the set of keys.

On reflection, it’s funny how I could sleepwalk into the most critical time in my life, because this is what I was doing... I was an innocent at this point, blind to the future, barely sure of the present and oblivious to the past.

I extract the key from my pocket, and then clumsily drop it onto the ground. A moment later and with the lack of foresight I mentioned, I unlock the door to my future.
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Chapter One
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My name is Daniel Stourton. I am six years out of college and I work for Coates Estate Agency in Padstow.

Let me tell you a little about myself, my job, my boss and some unusual circumstances, ones to which I am intrinsically linked.

I’ll be honest here, I represent one of those estate agencies you love to hate; you know the type because you’ve probably seen them about. You may have cursed the associate’s aggressive driving, become irritated when they have spoken too loudly into their phones, and I (or one of my peers) could have sold you a character property which isn’t quite as “charming” as you first imagined.

Coates is owned by Adam Coates. The business was set up with his wife Linda, and they worked together until their separation (and subsequent divorce).

I am a senior sales associate and under constant pressure to achieve sales for them. Fortunately, I am their top salesperson and I’ve out-performed my colleagues for three years straight.

Truth be told, I don’t really like my colleagues. I read somewhere one in five people dislike their work colleagues.

Well, I’m the one in five.

So, it’s not just me. The reality is, although they have treated me harshly, I could have treated them a bit better at times too. 

I’m not antisocial and hardly perfect in relationships either, and if hearts were countries, let’s just say I’ve visited a few, and there are one or two places where I wouldn’t be welcome back. Maybe my passport wouldn’t exactly be revoked though.

My preppy work colleague, Josh was all right, although I didn’t fully trust him. Beyond his smile he had a knife ready to stick in my back. He was after my senior position, and effectively, my job. I was one rung up from him, which meant I had the better listings and subsequently earned the greater commissions. 

I had the impression his parents were quite wealthy. I understand he went to an exclusive school too. I mention this because this may have given him an exaggerated sense of entitlement, as if he had a divine right to promotion, wealth and women. Or maybe, as I suspect, this was just his nature.

You wouldn’t easily see our antagonism, as we appeared to be the best of friends; you could say we had a polite but mutual loathing for each other.

Josh seemed intent on asking me leading questions as if he was onto uncovering a truth of some kind. He was suspicious by nature...but for some reason, particularly of me, motivated, possibly to discover a misdemeanour on my part and consequently relieve me of my position. 

Then there was Lee who works part-time. He came in on the weekends to help, as it was our busiest time. He seemed pretty normal, if not annoying, he supported Plymouth A.F.C., was just out of school and full of boasts and opinions. Fiona showed affection to him for some inexplicable reason, though to be fair, she even looked upon Josh as some sort of deity.

Anyhow, Lee was always talking about joining the army someday. He already had the haircut. I had my fingers crossed because I didn’t trust him either...

My only female colleague, Fiona, was an ex-smoker, and so chewed gum or Nicorette’s almost constantly, which in truth, was a bit annoying; said she quit when she stopped worrying, though I’m not sure what she was worrying about...

She kept her head down in the office and didn’t appear to have any strong allies, or come to think of it, enemies either.

I looked upon all of them as my rivals. You had to be competitive to survive.

My modus operandi is to wear a mask of superficiality around my colleagues and with a degree of bluster which was helpful, necessary even, in efforts to avoid showing signs of weakness.

I’ll admit I’ve made my share of mistakes and maybe I can blame a combination of youthful indiscretion and the pressure I mentioned.

There is one other issue about me, but I’ll save it for later.

With my slicked black hair, widow’s peak and black pin-stripe suit, Linda once jokingly gave me the nickname of The Undertaker.

Funny that, but unlike an undertaker I have an easy smile. I’m not only selling a home, but a dream and a lifestyle - an undertaker can’t really do that. After all, death is quite final.

I get what Linda means though.

One Christmas party, Josh and Lee (at Linda’s prompting) held me down and shaved off my sideburns. While it sounds mildly amusing perhaps, Josh was particularly rough and enjoyed the physical superiority he briefly held over me. After a struggle, I was left with a nosebleed and he, a cut lip.

Physically, we were evenly matched, but I tolerated his moment of inanity. The incident succinctly sums up our relationship.

Linda later apologized and I know she felt bad having been the instigator, albeit the stunt was a playfully-intended one on her part.

Aside from this, and with my sideburns deliberately regrown, I have made my mark in our (slightly run-down) office and the sales and marketing department.

Not much else to tell, I share a cheap and cheerless two-bedroom flat with a mate just outside of Padstow. I can be talkative and my colleagues tell me I hardly shut up, whether I am on a viewing or in the office. I think silence makes me nervous somehow, not that I am one for introspection.

Anyhow, I liked Adam and Linda equally, but only when they were apart, because when together, their insecurities and jealousies were kindled. How they came to be together is a mystery, but as the saying goes, “opposites attract”, but in this case, a caveat should be added - only temporarily.

In fact, their marriage ended rather unpleasantly, with threats and accusations of adultery regarding Linda, though from what I can gather, it wasn’t all one-sided.

While their relationship was sometimes demonstrative and sometimes explosive, it was rarely conducted behind closed doors.

The marriage disintegrated in front of us, and insults and accusations flew back and forth, bouncing off the washed-out office walls.

Adam wasn’t sure who had dallied with his overtly flirty wife but he had his suspicions...

One particular lunch time, Adam returned from the Black Swan with beer still on his breath, and caught sight of a tell-tale text moments before Linda deleted it.

Adam’s reddened cheeks swiftly matched the colour of his closely-cropped hair. In a fit of jealousy, he pitched everything which came to hand including four tea cups. If he had found the third party, he may well have tried to hit him too (though, I doubt a tea cup would have been his preferred choice of weapon). 

Plenty of profanity and name-calling followed. Adam threatened to ‘kill him’ if he found out who it was... In his defence, people do say things in the heat of the moment; we presumed it was the case here.

Josh and I kept our heads down. As you can imagine, it’s hard making courtesy calls while your employers are throwing cups and office stationary at each other’s heads.

Weirdly, Josh had seemed to enjoy the show.

One of Adam’s framed proverbs on his office wall suffered a direct hit. The glass smashed and the frame crashed to the floor. It was one written by Henry Ford. I know, because I later repaired the frame for Adam, so I remember it well:

You can’t build a reputation by what you’re going to do.

Ironically, the frame adjoining this was, Keep Calm and Carry On  which was left askew but unblemished. Another, Sow the wind... was skewwhiff. 

Nevertheless, this was Linda’s last act of the day because afterwards she stormed out with Adam left to pick up the pieces - both of his marriage - and his prized art frames. I went after Linda to try to console her but she pushed me aside.

I was in Linda’s inner-circle, so I knew who the culprit was, but I remained loyal to her then, and after she left to start up a rival estate agency (“Bridges”). When husband and wife finally parted, it was a blessed relief to be honest, being forced to endure the melodramatic shows every day was too much to bear.

And you may have guessed there is still no love lost between Linda Bridges and Adam Coates, their antagonism is now divided between separate offices on the same high street.

For a while, I suspected Adam still hoped for a reunion with Linda but from what I could tell, his hopes weren’t based in reality.

Many-a-time since, we whispered about the new business rivalry and one time, Josh kidded me, ‘we’re like the Montagues.’

I had returned a blank stare, presuming some sort of neighbourhood war regarding new tenants. ‘Didn’t they get along?’ 

‘It didn’t turn out very well,’ Josh said.

‘What happened?’

‘They were poisoned,’ he laughed.

I gasped audibly and sat up in expectancy.

‘Shakespeare - stupid!’ Fiona interrupted, her chewing briefly replaced by a smirk. ‘He’s talking about the Montagues and Capulets from Romeo and Juliet.’

Josh scoffed at me, his eyes quickly glazed over and he went back to his text messaging.

I suppose the observation was apt because we were forbidden from having dealings with Bridges and Josh has latterly used Capulets as code when speaking in public about Bridges.

Adam’s instruction was no idle threat as one ex-employee found to her cost. It was discovered one of his staff - Miranda Stewart - was giving details of new accounts to Bridges. Well, the upshot is that Miranda works for them now.

After the split, Adam drank and became depressed as though mourning a death as opposed to a divorce. The light gone from him. I kept my distance. Then later, he was bitter and competitive, channelling all of his energy into putting Linda and Bridges out of business.

It was sad really but we had to follow suit, it was more than our jobs were worth. We stole their clients, lessened our commissions and drove our sales up, and I was his biggest advocate. So, Adam was happy, sort of.

And my boss appreciated my efforts, although Linda has written the odd note inviting me to follow her over to Bridges. She knows my sales record better than anyone, and you’ll understand my actions were nothing personal against Linda, I had to appear loyal to Adam, at least while I was working for him.

However, there were times when I wished I had followed Linda out of the door.
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Chapter Two
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With his shoulders pushed back and his nose in the air, Josh exited Adam’s office with the paperwork for the new listings.

As if we were his lowly subordinates, Josh flicked one slip over to Fiona, and then placed another on his own desk. When I went to take mine, he pulled it back to his chest.

Instead, he rolled the paper up - and as if making a call to arms - he placed it to his mouth and trumpeted the galloping section of the William Tell overture.

The idiocy of school days wasn’t  far removed.

With a smirk, he unrolled it and flashed the details of my expensive new property listing to Fiona. 

‘Teacher’s pet has the best listing again,’ he added.

Josh knew I had been trying to impress Fiona, and had briefly imagined us being together, but I could never get past her cold eyes and inhospitable demeanour, though I had made some clumsy attempts.

She had made vague murmurings of having a boyfriend. Whether he was real or fictitious, I couldn’t tell, but probably it was said to keep my forward charge at bay.

I suppose she was unsure of me and had pulled up the draw-bridge a long time ago, now she treated me with disdain. Besides, her fluttering and innocent brushes were always aimed in Josh’s direction. Upon reflection, maybe the idea of the phantom boyfriend had two purposes, though it was obvious - to me at least - Josh wasn’t interested in her.

With a smug grin, Josh finally dropped the paperwork onto my desk.

Curious, if not exactly captivated by Josh’s atonal rendition, Fiona came over and leaned in close to me. Immediately, I smelt her overwhelming perfume, and was treated to seeing the smacking gum in her mouth.

I inched back. 

She gave a cursory glance at the preliminary details, flicked her bob of hair and said, ‘It sounds attractive enough for the summer, but can you sell it on a miserable day in December?’ 

I bragged, ‘I could sell it in the dead of winter. No problem.’ And in truth, she knew it, although she would rather die than say it.

‘It’s why Adam gives me the exclusive listings,’ I explained and stuck out my chin - which was nothing more than bravado. ‘The Crow’s Nest is just the start to bigger and better things.’

Just after I said it, Fiona popped the gum bubble she’d recently blown, and no, it wasn’t coincidental. 
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